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The Gettysburg Address Analysis

The Gettysburg Address, delivered by President Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863, at the
dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, stands as one of the most
significant speeches in American history. In just a few short minutes and with only 272 words, Lincoln
addressed the immense sacrifice made during the Civil War and redefined the purpose of the conflict.
This analysis will dissect the speech’s historical context, themes, rhetorical devices, and its lasting
impact on American society.

Historical Context

The Civil War Background

The Gettysburg Address was delivered during a tumultuous time in American history. The Civil War,
which began in 1861, was a conflict primarily between the Northern states (the Union) and the
Southern states (the Confederacy) over issues including states’ rights and slavery. The Battle of
Gettysburg, fought from July 1 to July 3, 1863, marked a turning point in the war. It was one of the
bloodiest battles, resulting in significant casualties on both sides, and ultimately ended in a Union
victory.

- The significance of the Battle of Gettysburg:

1. It halted the Confederate invasion of the North.

2. It boosted Union morale.

3. It set the stage for the Union’s continued push towards victory.

Dedication of the Cemetery

Lincoln was invited to speak at the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery, which was
established to honor the Union soldiers who died in the Battle of Gettysburg. The event aimed not
only to commemorate the fallen but also to reaffirm the principles of democracy and equality that the
nation was founded upon.

Structure and Content of the Address

The Gettysburg Address is notable for its brevity and powerful rhetoric. It can be broken down into
several key components:



Introduction

Lincoln begins with a historical reference to the founding of the United States, invoking the principles
of liberty and equality set forth in the Declaration of Independence. This connection serves to remind
the audience of the nation’s original ideals.

- Key points in the introduction:

1. Reference to the nation’s founding.

2. Emphasis on the principle of equality.

3. The notion that the nation is in a state of crisis.

The Present Crisis

Lincoln acknowledges the sacrifices made by the soldiers who fought at Gettysburg, framing their
deaths as part of a larger struggle for national survival. He articulates the idea that the war is testing
whether a nation “conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created
equal” can endure.

- Important themes in this section:

1. The notion of sacrifice.

2. The idea of national testing.

3. The connection between the past and present.

The Call to Action

In the concluding section of the address, Lincoln shifts from commemoration to a call for action. He
urges the living to dedicate themselves to the unfinished work of those who fought and died,
emphasizing the importance of continuing the struggle for a “new birth of freedom.” This phrase
encapsulates Lincoln's vision for a nation that would not only survive but thrive as a true democracy.

- Call to action elements:
1. Dedication to the unfinished work.

2. The idea of a “new birth of freedom.”
3. The vision of a government “of the people, by the people, for the people.”

Thematic Analysis

The Gettysburg Address encompasses several overarching themes that resonate deeply with the
American public both at the time and in contemporary society.

Democracy and Equality



One of the most profound themes in Lincoln’s address is the reaffirmation of democratic ideals. By
invoking the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln emphasizes that the nation was founded on the
principle of equality, making the sacrifices of the Civil War not just a fight for the Union, but a fight for
the very essence of American democracy.

Sacrifice and Honor

The speech pays tribute to the soldiers who gave their lives in battle. Lincoln frames their sacrifice as
noble and essential for the future of the nation. He suggests that their deaths were not in vain and
that it is the responsibility of the living to ensure their legacy continues.

The Future of the Nation

Lincoln’s vision extends beyond the immediate context of the Civil War. He speaks of a “new birth of
freedom,” suggesting that the outcome of the war will shape the future of the nation. This forward-
looking perspective encourages the audience to envision a country that honors its past while striving
for an inclusive future.

Rhetorical Devices

Lincoln’s mastery of language is evident through various rhetorical devices that enhance the speech's
impact.

Parallelism

The use of parallel structure is prominent in phrases such as “government of the people, by the
people, for the people.” This technique reinforces the idea of democracy as a collective endeavor and
creates a rhythmic quality that resonates with the audience.

Antithesis

Lincoln employs antithesis to contrast the values of the nation with the realities of the war. For
example, the juxtaposition of “a new birth of freedom” against the backdrop of death and destruction
highlights the stark contrast between the ideals of the nation and the sacrifices required to uphold
them.

Allusion

The speech is rich with allusions to the nation’s founding documents and historical figures. By



referencing the Declaration of Independence, Lincoln situates his argument within a broader historical
narrative, linking the present struggle to the ideals that birthed the nation.

Impact and Legacy

The Gettysburg Address has had a lasting impact on American culture and politics. Its themes of
equality, democracy, and national purpose continue to resonate today.

Historical Significance

- The address is often cited as a defining moment in American history.

- It has influenced countless political speeches and movements advocating for civil rights and
equality.

- Lincoln’s words have been memorialized in various forms, including plaques, monuments, and
educational curricula.

Cultural Resonance

The Gettysburg Address has become synonymous with American values. It is frequently referenced in
discussions of liberty and democracy, serving as a reminder of the nation’s continuing struggle to live
up to its founding principles.

Contemporary Relevance

In today’s political climate, the themes of the Gettysburg Address remain relevant. Issues of equality,
civil rights, and the role of government are still hotly debated, and Lincoln’s call to action resonates
with activists and leaders who strive for a more equitable society.

Conclusion

The Gettysburg Address is more than a speech; it is a profound statement about the nature of
America and its enduring commitment to democracy and equality. Lincoln’s eloquent words serve as
a reminder of the sacrifices made by those who came before us and the responsibility that lies with
each generation to uphold the values of liberty, equality, and justice. As we reflect on the address, we
are called not only to remember the past but to actively engage in the ongoing pursuit of a more
perfect union.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes presented in the Gettysburg
Address?

The main themes include national unity, the principles of democracy, the sacrifices made for freedom,
and the importance of continuing the fight for equality and human rights.

How does Abraham Lincoln use rhetorical devices in the
Gettysburg Address?

Lincoln employs various rhetorical devices such as parallelism, alliteration, and repetition. For
instance, he uses parallel structure in phrases like 'we cannot dedicate—we cannot consecrate—we
cannot hallow this ground' to emphasize the significance of the soldiers' sacrifices.

What is the historical context of the Gettysburg Address?

The Gettysburg Address was delivered by Abraham Lincoln on November 19, 1863, during the
American Civil War, at the dedication of the Soldiers' National Cemetery in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania,
following a significant battle that resulted in heavy casualties.

In what ways does the Gettysburg Address redefine the
purpose of the Civil War?

Lincoln's address reframes the Civil War as not just a battle for the Union, but as a struggle for the
principle of human equality, suggesting that the war is a test of whether a nation conceived in liberty
can endure.

What impact did the Gettysburg Address have on American
society and politics?

The Gettysburg Address had a profound impact by reinforcing the ideals of democracy and equality. It
became a rallying cry for the Union cause and has since been regarded as a foundational text for
American values, influencing civil rights movements and national identity.

How does the Gettysburg Address reflect Lincoln's vision for
America?

The Gettysburg Address reflects Lincoln's vision of a united nation where all individuals are treated
equally. It emphasizes the importance of preserving the Union and ensuring that the principles of
democracy and freedom are upheld for future generations.
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